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Assessment:  

I remember one of the first acting seminars I went to was for Mitchell Gossett, a talent 

agent for CESD agency in Los Angeles. Walking into the studio and prepared to perform my 

scene, I sat down with the other eager prospective actors. Before we would get to the showcase 

portion however, Mr. Gossett gave us each a piece of paper with a list of verbs -- to love, to 

hate, to get, and so on. It was a list of objectives, or character motivations. That is the essence 

of every story. What does the character want and what’s in their way? If a character reached 

their goal without any hurdles, what’s the point of the story? Did they learn anything or become 

a hero? No, they would just go on with life without a hitch, creating a pretty boring story. As a 

scriptwriter both objectives and obstacles need to be in the script to make the audience root for 
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your character. In this research assessment, I explore the WHY and HOW to incorporate this in 

my story, which applies to my original work I’m currently working on. 

In Jordan Maison’s article “How to craft strong characters”, Maison discusses what 

exactly makes an audience want to invest in characters. The simple answer to this is to have 

“characters who are challenged by the story and find themselves in over their heads”. Audience 

anxiety from plot tension is all rooted in the question of whether or not the character will 

succeed. That said, this formula does require storytellers to add more layers to their work to 

make it original. This is done in numerous ways such as having foil characters (as agreeable 

characters are boring). Another point to creating a character you want to root for is the 

backstory. Many writers underestimate this element since is it not always technically present in 

the film. Yet a backstory is partly what drives the character’s actions, behaviors, and most 

importantly, goals.  As Maison puts it, it is the “road map for how certain events might affect 

them”. Whenever I am writing a character, I also picture what they look like, how they speak, 

how they walk. I try to humanize them enough till I feel as if they are a real person. As I am in 

the process of creating my own story, I will especially be working hard on creating characters 

that are relatable and are well-developed. 

The second article, “A screenplay that connects: grab your audience by choosing the 

right antagonist and forcing your protagonist to change”, also addresses a major item into story 

structure. It is the common protagonist - antagonist situation, otherwise known as the 

hero-villain trope. Although it may seem cliche, it is the antagonist who motivates and pushes 

the protagonist to their potential.  As Reichman says, the audience’s “Secondary Emotion” is 

how the audience feels towards the work. The easiest way to establish an emotional 

connection, is to create a protagonist and antagonist. Thus the audience could cheer for our 

hero and boo the villain. Of course, I see this point as it has been in mostly every story known to 
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mankind. However, I don’t necessarily agree that the antagonist has to be bad and protagonist 

good. Maybe both of the characters can fall into the good guy spectrum, or their roles could be 

switched. Sure, the audience may not be cheering the whole way through, but that’s the way 

reality works. The protagonist can be flawed, the lines don’t have to be so black and white. I 

believe that it is the grey area that really gets an audience thinking. 

As I am currently working on my original work, these are points I will have to consider 

and decide upon. Yet, there doesn’t need to be some clear-cut way of constructing a plot or 

characters. What I learned is that it doesn’t matter all the time HOW objectives and obstacles 

are structured, it matters WHY it is important. It’s purpose embodies the entire work. It is the 

drive shaft of storyline, the reason why people would want to watch it in the first place. It is 

crucial to how we understand characters and how we ourselves are drawn in. If everything was 

a deus ex machina, then there wouldn’t be a point to even watch it. I can’t wait to create 

objectives and obstacles in my screenplay. 
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How to craft strong characters 

Jordan Maison 

Videomaker. 31.2 (Aug. 2016): p50+. 

Copyright: COPYRIGHT 2016 Videomaker, Inc. 

http://www.videomaker.com/ 

Listen 

Full Text:  
Strong, effective characters are what make an audience invest in a movie. As such, 
crafting compelling characters early on in your screenplay is crucial. 
An outline for your screenplay is a great way to start, but developing strong characters 
will engage viewers in the story you're telling. Would Darth Vader's iconic "I am your 
father" reveal have been as impactful if you didn't care for the characters? They're the 
driving force behind any story, and making them interesting starts early in the scripting 
process. 
Conceptualizing 
You must create characters who will help drive your story forward in a natural way while 
providing tension for audiences. If the story centers around a bank robbery, having a 
character who can walk through walls might not be for the best. Instead, you need 
characters who are challenged by the story and find themselves in over their heads. 
It's good to think outside the box with your characters; using those who seem least likely 
to be involved in the story can naturally create interesting drama. Contrasting characters 
will have the same effect, adding another layer of tension outside of the plot. People 
who are similar and agreeable to one another become boring rather quickly, which can 
turn audiences away before giving the story a chance. 

Comment [1]: I think the point being made here is to not 
have deus ex machina situations. It's boring and 
unrealistic. Also, there needs to be rules in the world 
you are creating -- limits. If they can walk through walls, 
fine, but at least explain that first and its real relation to 
the plot. 
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[ILLUSTRATION OMITTED] 
[ILLUSTRATION OMITTED] 
Create a Backstory 
As you form general ideas about your characters and their relation to the story, it's 
important to consider their backstories. Unless you're dealing with a newborn baby, all 
people have life experiences that influence their behavior. How your character reacts to 
a situation within your screenplay could be a direct result of something in their past. 

 
Because of this, it's vital to craft a backstory for your characters, providing a road map 
for how certain events might affect them. Even if elements of their past aren't shown--
manifesting instead through characters' mannerisms or verbal responses--it forms the 
essence of who they are. Keeping these things in mind ensures characters stay 
consistent in the script while providing a set of core values that define their hopes and 
fears. 
Developing aspects of a character that won't make it to the screen may seem like a 
misdirection of valuable time that could be spent elsewhere, but the results will leave 
you with far more relatable characters. 
Character Motivations 

Comment [2]: Begs the question: Why should I care 
about them? You need to give the characters a 
backstory to get an audience interested. By defining 
them, the audience is sucked right into the story with 
the characters, subconsciously thinking that they are 
like family or a friend. 
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Every character must serve a purpose and have their own goals within the story. Needs 
and desires are what drive the plot, and crafting a character's backstory helps define 
those needs. 
[ILLUSTRATION OMITTED] 
Look at "Raiders of the Lost Ark" for an example. The characters are united by a 
singular plot point, but each have personal motivations for doing so. Indy wants to keep 
it out of the wrong hands, the villains want ultimate power and Marion is in search of a 
new life after losing her bar and livelihood. 
They each have their quirks that make them unique and help drive the plot. Marion is a 
feisty woman who speaks her mind, while Indiana's fear of snakes--which isn't 
explained in the film, but is a key part of who he is--plays into his decisions and provides 
a relatable flaw to counter his heroic persona. 
Figuring out your characters' goals, wants and needs within your script will help flesh 
out your script with poignant moments to drive the plot forward. A primary goal for 
everyone will form the basis of the plot, but individualized motivations bring about 
interesting dynamics between characters--something that will hook audiences more into 
the overall story. 
Showing Them Off 
Once motivations and backstory are settled, you need to develop characteristics to 
demonstrate these ideas to audiences. How a character speaks and interacts with 
others, along with their mannerisms, are ways to convey their personalities. 

 
Fidgety characters show anxiety--something that fluctuates as the situation changes. A 
seemingly irrational fear during an event or moment in the script can be an indicator 
something painful has happened in that character's past. A person with injuries may 
walk differently, while a stutter can be an indication of a lifelong ailment or the result of a 

Comment [3]: it doesn't have to be cookie cutter either. 
Be creative and make sure to have idiosyncrasies to 
the characters. Sure it may seem cool just to make the 
characters cool and normal, but it really takes out the 
color and depth of the entire story. 
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traumatic event. Someone who's been bullied in the past might be quicker to prove 
themselves or stand up for people. Timid characters are more willing to blend into a 
scene, while confident characters are more boisterous and draw attention to 
themselves. 
These details are what makes on-screen personas more relatable to audiences. Paying 
attention to these mannerisms in your screenplay adds dimension to your story and 
characters before the cameras roll, but it's crucial to keep them consistent throughout. 
Nothing pulls audiences out of a viewing experience quicker than characters making a 
sudden and inexplicable change in behavior. Uncharacteristic actions confuse 
audiences and leave them wondering why things changed instead of focusing on the 
plot. 
This is why it's vital to have a firm grasp on your characters in the script phase. Having 
their backstory in place and knowing their motivations will serve as guidelines while you 
write. The little details make individuals unique and will set your characters apart from 
one another. Making your characters feel real starts with the screenplay, where 
developing these ideas can make or break the final film. 
Jordan Maison is an editor and VFX artist whose plied his talents in web content for 
Disney Studios as well as movie and video game websites. 
You can comment on this article by going online: www.videomaker.com/article/18572 

A screenplay that connects: grab your audience by 

choosing the right antagonist and forcing your 

protagonist to change 

Rick Reichman 

The Writer. 119.3 (Mar. 2006): p34. 

Copyright: COPYRIGHT 2006 Madavor Media 

Comment [4]: It's not the plot, but THE CHARACTERS 
who are moving the story along. They introduce it to us, 
make us follow them as they progress, and ultimately 
solve the problem. Good characters make or break a 
work. That's why there are so many awards for acting, 
due to its significance. 



 
Goodman 8 

http://www.madavor.com 

Listen 

Full Text:  
"I thought the drama was when the actors cried. But drama is when the audience cries." 
--Frank Capra, director of It's a Wonderful Life and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 
What are the three most important factors of a successful film? 
To answer, ask yourself what it is that keeps you in your seat, or on the edge of it, ready 
to scream, sigh, laugh, cry, hide your eyes, shiver or jump? What is it that makes you 
want to drive all the way to the video store, hunt for a parking space and stand in line to 
pay hard-earned dollars just to drive home again to view a 90- to 120- minute 
presentation? What is it that induces you to shell out a small fortune on Saturday night 
to sit in an overcrowded, uncomfortable, sometimes dirty and noisy auditorium with 
hundreds of other people you would normally do everything in your power to avoid? 
The answer is emotion, emotion and emotion. Emotion is the key not only to what 
makes a movie effective, but to what makes a screenplay compelling. If our audience 
finds no emotional connection with the script, they will have no connection at all with the 
movie. 
When we discuss emotion in film, we are talking about two different kinds of emotion. 
The first is what the actors feel, called Primary Emotion. The second is what the 
audience feels, called Secondary Emotion. The script deals with Secondary Emotion, so 
it should be part of every page and scene that you write. 
Many factors help create Secondary Emotion in a script, but two of the most important 
are correctly choosing your protagonist and antagonist. These two characters not only 
carry the story, but also allow for change, a critical element necessary for providing 
emotional appeal to an audience. 
Think for a moment about change. Everyone I've ever met, and probably everyone 
you've ever met, seeks to change in some way. Children must grow. Other people wish 
to become wiser, more skilled, more powerful, etc. You, as a writer, want to learn to 
write screenplays, or better screenplays. To accomplish any goal, change is necessary. 
And one of the ways we embrace change is by seeing how others deal with it. 

Comment [5]: No matter what, people change. People 
grow up, they get insecure, they learn. This needs to 
be applied to all characters to make it grounded in a 
sense of reality. 
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Good film stories are about change. But if you expect people to spend just short of a 
ten-spot to view your opus (not to mention millions of dollars to produce the film), there 
must be at least one person in your script who encounters not just change, but the most 
momentous, life-altering transformation he or she will ever undergo. That character in 
film is the protagonist. The dramatic protagonist, then, is different from the literary 
protagonist you probably studied in high school. The literary protagonist is the main 
character of a work. But several screenwriting teachers, including me, define the 
dramatic protagonist as the character who changes the most and who may or may not 
be the main character in your script. 
Other characters in your script may also undergo some degree of transformation. But 
the trick is to choose the one character who experiences a metamorphosis. 
The following guide will take you through the changes necessary for creating emotional 
appeal. 
1 Choose your protagonist. Obviously, if a character is alive one minute and dead the 
next, that is a huge change. In choosing your protagonist, however, you must take into 
account social, political, psychological, physical and attitudinal changes, and all the 
thousands of other changes a human can go through. Make a simple list of changes 
each of your major characters will experience. 
Consider how the following characters changed: 
* Clarice Starling in Silence of the Lambs 
* Dr. Malcolm Crowe in The Sixth Sense 
* William Shakespeare in Shakespeare in Love 
* John Nash in A Beautiful Mind 
* Frankie Dunn (Clint Eastwood's character) in Million Dollar Baby. 
By writing down all the ways your major characters change, you will discover who 
changes the most. That person will be your protagonist. Your protagonist may not be 
your main character, but he or she will be one of the two most important characters in 
your script. 
In Back to the Future, for instance, who is the protagonist? Think about it a moment. 
Who starts off as a complete wuss, scared of his boss, afraid to send out that novel he 
has written, basically just trying to survive by being invisible? And by the end, whom do 
we cheer because he has turned all that around 180 degrees? Dear old dad, George 
McFly, the father of Marty McFly (the Michael J. Fox character). Who is the protagonist 

Comment [6]: People love someone to root for. Or at 
least someone who is fascinating. They don't have to 
be the hero but what makes them the lead is how and 
why they accomplish goals. 
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in Erin Brockovich? Despite the title, the person who changes the most is the lawyer Ed 
Masry: He risks everything he has worked for his entire life by making the "small real-
estate dispute" he has with the giant utility a riskier toxic tort case. So in both of these 
films, if the protagonist is the person who changes the most, then the "main character" 
is not the protagonist. In most films, however, the main character is the protagonist. 
Now, if George McFly is the protagonist in Back to the Future and attorney Ed Masry in 
Erin Brockovich, who are the antagonists? Marty McFly in Back to the Future and Erin in 
Erin Brockovich. Why? Because a film antagonist is the character most responsible for 
the change in the protagonist. Again, causing that change has one of the most powerful 
influences on the audience and its emotional connection with your story. 
2 Choose your antagonist. Choosing your antagonist is not always easy. In literature, 
we are used to having our antagonists as the bad guy or gal trying to prevent the 
protagonist from achieving his or her goal. Film is different. In Million Dollar Baby, which 
won an Oscar for best picture, the person pushing Frankie to change in so many ways 
is the woman fighter he reluctantly trains, Maggie Fitzgerald. 
In Erin Brockovich, it is Erin who goes after the information about the toxins the utility 
company is using, and it is Erin who pushes Ed to initiate a lawsuit against the 
company. While there are clearly good guys and bad guys in this film, the protagonist 
and antagonist both fall into good-guy territory. 
Let's examine one more film, the original Star Wars. Even though this is classic 
storytelling, arguments for antagonist can be made for Obi Wan Kenobi, Han Solo and 
even Princess Leia. After all, each of them causes Luke to change. But once all the light 
sabers have struck and the starships have battled, the character most responsible for 
Luke's change is Darth Vader. Because of Vader, Luke must learn the Force, rescue the 
princess and lead the armada against the Death Star. Vader is definitely the person who 
forces Luke to change the most. 
Once you have settled on your protagonist and antagonist, it is time to unsettle them 
quickly. That is because settled, in a movie, is boring. So another part of creating the 
Secondary Emotion is to quickly get your characters into your story. Let's look at how to 
do this. 
3 Begin your story. Every well-drawn character in a film has a goal he or she wants to 
reach. At the start of your story, both the protagonist and antagonist have aspirations, 
and both are on a path to achieve them. For the protagonist, if that target is 
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accomplished without struggle or tough opposition, there can be real problems for both 
story and character. 
What happens, for instance, if Erin Brockovich simply gets some regular job? Well, we 
don't get a terrific movie and, in real life, a lot of people would have been left to twist in 
the wind. What happens if George McFly never gets a second chance? What happens if 
Clarice Starling is not sent on the "interesting errand" of interviewing Hannibal Lector? 
The goal the protagonist seeks often seems the right one at the time, but it is hardly 
ever what that person truly needs. 
The best way to describe the protagonist's journey is to use a simple diagram. Say the 
protagonist (P) is on a bicycle at the nadir, beginning to peddle toward his or her initial 
goal (X). It would look like this: 
Let your protagonist reach that goal without sufficient effort and opposition and you 
have a weak drama. But there is another character who inhabits your pages to assure 
that the protagonist's journey proves challenging: the antagonist. 
Returning to our diagram, imagine the antagonist (A) on a slightly more powerful two-
wheel vehicle--perhaps something with a small engine. The reason is that at the start of 
the film, the antagonist is always the stronger character. Maybe he or she is more 
knowledgeable, faster, stronger, richer, etc. But the antagonist definitely has it all over 
the protagonist for at least the first 30 pages of your script. 
Since the two characters have such a direct effect on each other, they are linked 
together by an unbreakable but unseen chain. So while the protagonist peddles from 
bottom to top, the antagonist powers his motorbike right to left: 
4 Put your protagonist on a new path. As the stronger character--the antagonist--motors 
forward, the unbreakable chain pulls the protagonist off his or her original goal. This 
means that the protagonist's path changes, and he or she is now on a journey toward a 
new goal (Y). Now our schematic appears: 
The most important aspect of this new journey is that it appears quickly. So quickly, in 
fact, that it will be an incident or event within the first seven to 10 pages of your script. 
Others have labeled this moment in a film or script the inciting incident, the shift or the 
precipitating event. What it is, is a reversal--of direction, emotion and expectation. 
With the protagonist heading toward a new goal, the rest of your script, the remaining 
100-plus pages, centers on how the protagonist either achieves that new goal or is 

Comment [7]: While it may the a fake-out, an 
antagonist ensures your protagonist will struggle. They 
are usually on morally opposite ends of the spectrum, 
thus challenging the other. 
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ennobled in the effort. Before you try this at home, let's look at some examples of how 
those reversals changed a protagonist's goals. 
Star Wars: Luke finds the droids, which will ultimately lead him on his adventure. His 
goal will change from attending the academy to destroying the Empire. 
Silence of the Lambs: Clarice Starling is sent on an "interesting errand" to interview 
Hannibal Lector. Her goal changes from simply graduating from the FBI Academy at the 
top of her class to hunting down Buffalo Bill. 
Million Dollar Baby: Frankie Dunn is challenged by Maggie to train a "girl" fighter. His 
goal will ultimately change from being a trainer/manager to a male boxer to being a 
trainer/manager and caring, surrogate father to a female boxer. 
In these films, and just about every other Hollywood film, the protagonist's ultimate 
change is profound and vital. 
5 Create the reversal. Now it's your turn. You've selected your protagonist and 
antagonist. You know what their initial goals are. What incident or event will start the 
dominos falling, the wheels spinning, to lead your protagonist toward a new goal? Will it 
be the detective or lawyer being called into a new case--or being dismissed from a case 
because of mysterious circumstances? Will it be a relationship breakup, a challenge or 
an "interesting assignment" given by an instructor? Will it be something going wrong, 
right or too right to believe? Will it be a figurative or literal lightning strike, fire or 
disaster? Will it be as simple as a phone call or a visit by a friend or relative, or as 
complex as a puzzle or game that must, for some reason, be completed within a 
specific time limit? 
As I said at the beginning, many factors help produce Secondary Emotion. Essentially, 
though, film concerns characters and how they interact with one another. Creating the 
two most important characters and understanding how to send them into their adventure 
in grand fashion are some of the most essential elements in forging an emotional 
connection with your audience. If you can achieve that, you, too, will be on a new path. 
Before and After 
Giving the protagonist a new path 
When journalist Richard McCord and I adapted his prize-winning nonfiction book The 
Chain Gang to a screenplay (still unproduced), I faced the challenge of showing the 
protagonist change and providing the first reversal that began that change. 

Comment [8]: Character interactions is what makes the 
audience love them. It gives a story value and color. 
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The story is about how Richard, an intrepid newspaper publisher and reporter, fought a 
large newspaper chain and prevented it from using predatory tactics to attempt to shut 
down two independent papers. 
Problem 
Richard is the protagonist of the script, so we needed to provide two things: information 
about how his experiences made him a more aware and even better reporter, and an 
incident or event that would begin his journey toward a new goal. 
Solution 
We showed how the first time Richard challenged the newspaper chain, he did so with 
determination but with a certain amount of inexperience. This inexperience actually 
worked in his favor and gave him information and know-how to later master a similar but 
much more intense situation. 
By not having our protagonist quite as aware at first of the almost impossible and 
somewhat dangerous job he was undertaking, we were able to show growth in the 
character. By the second time he was called upon to save another newspaper, he was 
better prepared to face a tougher challenge. 
Richard's initial goal was to start and run a successful weekly newspaper in Santa Fe, 
N.M. His new goal was to make sure that his paper--and later another independent 
paper in Green Bay, Wis.--were not wiped out by the chain's tactics. 
The first reversal comes when Richard learns of a situation in another city where the 
chain's tactics have destroyed a weekly. Richard recognizes the potential danger to his 
paper and travels to that city to investigate what happened. That journey puts our 
protagonist on his new path, which will have him take on an even more arduous task 
than beginning and growing a weekly newspaper: He'll now have to wage a David-and-
Goliath battle to save not only his paper but another independent journalistic voice as 
well from being completely silenced. 
--Rick Reichman 
Workout 
SEE FIVE OF your favorite movies (preferably American films made since 1970, since 
Hollywood movies changed dramatically in the '70s). In each of those films: 
Pick out the protagonist. List all the ways he or she changes. 

Comment [9]: Like any english professor would say, 
you don't want a static character to be the focus. A 
dynamic character spices things up, we learn as the 
character does. 
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Pick out the antagonist. Describe how he or she has the most influence on how the 
protagonist changes. Also, list other characters who help or push the protagonist to 
change, and figure out why they are not the antagonist. 
Point out the incident or event in the first 10 minutes that changes the protagonist's path 
and begins the new journey he or she will go on to achieve the new goal. You might 
also describe what that new goal is and how the protagonist either achieves it or is 
ennobled in the effort. 
Now see one or more films you haven't seen before and do the same exercise. Once 
you're familiar with identifying the protagonist, antagonist and the point of change in the 
first 10 minutes, you'll have a clear idea of how to structure your own screenplay to 
generate the greatest emotional impact. 
--R.R. 
Resources 
I ONLY KNOW of a couple of books that address secondary emotion. I begin my new 
book, 20 Things You Must Know to Write a Great Screenplay, with a chapter on 
emotion in film, and the book's basic thrust is how to achieve secondary emotion in a 
script Also, a new book by Karl Iglesias, Writing for Emotional Impact, does a good job 
of addressing audience emotion and gives concrete examples on how to achieve the 
desired effect. 
Of course, every good book on screenwriting addresses character development, 
character use and character motivation. Some other books I'd recommend are: 
* Making a Good Script Great by Linda Seger 
* Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting by Sid Field 
* Screenwriting: The Art, Craft, and Business of Film and Television Writing by Richard 
Walter 
* Story by Robert McKee 
* The Writer's Journey by Chris Vogler 
Rick Reichman teaches screenwriting and critiques scripts in Santa Fe, N.M. His first 
book, Formatting Your Screenplay, has sold more than 13,000 copies. His second, 20 
Things You Must Know to Write a Great Screenplay, is due out this year. His students 
have sold to Warner Brothers, Fox, HBO, Showtime, all the major networks and a 
variety of TV shows. 
Reichman, Rick 
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